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1. Introduction 
 
Many people have asked what they can do to help biodiversity in Southwark’s Parks 
and open spaces. This guide has been produced to provide advice on creating 
habitat features and biodiversity enhancement in Southwark. Actions undertaken in 
this guide will contribute to the Southwark Biodiversity Action Plan. 
 
This guide is intended for use by friends groups, volunteer groups, charities and 
managers of open spaces to aid creation of habitat features for urban ecology. The 
guide provides advice on creating habitats and biodiversity feature beneficial to 
wildlife found in Southwark which will contribute to the delivery of the Biodiversity 
Action Plan. 
 
Please remember to seek permission of the landowner before undertaking these 
projects. Southwark will support the community in creating these features as long as 
the locations are acceptable and the projects are feasible.  
 
The community can apply annually for Council funding to support creation of habitat 
feature through the Cleaner, greener safer fund. 
 
Groups may need to arrange their own liability insurance. The easiest and cheapest 
was to do this is to affiliate your group to the BTCV and purchase insurance through 
the BTCV.  
 
A risk assessment for each task should be undertaken at the planning stage of any 
project.   
 
 
This guide covers construction and installation of the following features or habitats: 
 

• Bird boxes   

• Bat Boxes 

• Invertebrate habitats 
- Towers 
- Cities  
- Loggeries  
- Habitat Walls 
- Bees  

• Reptile hibernacula’s 

• Meadows 

• Ponds 

• Nesting rafts 
 
The guide also advises on management techniques and provides supporting links to 
other documents and sources of information. 
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Nesting features  
 
 
Bird boxes 
 
Bird boxes can provide a safe home for woodland birds to nest and rear their young. 
They are cheap and easy to construct and can last for years. They require annual 
cleaning during the winter. 
 
Key points: 

• Use untreated wood 

• Clean out each year in winter, use boiling water 

• Number them so we can monitor the use 

• Old inner tubes can be used for the rubber strip so the lid can be raised 
 

Standard nest box design. Use different size holes to cater for different species. 

• 25 mm for blue, coal and marsh tits  

• 28 mm for great tits, tree sparrows and pied flycatchers  

• 32 mm for house sparrows and nuthatches  

• 45 mm for starlings 

• Use open fronted boxes for wren, robin, pied wagtail and spotted flycatcher 

and black redstart 

 

Link to downloadable leaflet for building bird boxes  

http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/resources/leaflets/BasicallyBoxes-part1.pdf  
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Figure 1 Bird box design built from a single plank of wood. 
Source RSPB. 
 
Consider installing a Perspex front to the box to protect it from the Greater 
spotted woodpecker.  
 

     
Bird boxes damaged by greater spotted woodpecker 
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Box with perspex front  
 

Bat boxes 
 
Artificial Bat roost boxes can provide vital roosting places in habitat devoid of natural 
roosting opportunities. Some of our parks for example have immature trees and no 
old buildings where bats could roost. 
 
Bats use roosts at different times of the year. Some roosts are required as nursery 
roosts when they have their young or by hibernating bats. These tend to be used 
repeatedly by generations for short but normally predicable periods of the year. 
Nursery roosts are best placed facing south so they are warmed by the sun during 
the day. Hibernation roosts require relatively constant cool temperatures. Boxes 
should be mounted high enough to prevent unscheduled disturbance, vandalism and 
theft. They should be located with a relatively clear approach free from overhanging 
branches and away from direct street lighting.  
 
Key points: 
 

• Use untreated wood  
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• Never clean out or disturb the bat boxes – a licensed bat specialist is required 
to do this type of work 

• Scour the inside back panel so the bats can grip it 

• Number them so we can monitor their use 

• Fix them so they are facing south or south west 

• Install several around 1 tree as bats like to move about during the seasons 

• Try to avoid installing them in illuminated spots 
 

 
 

 
 
Please note it is very important to leave at least 2 inches of the back board at 
the top of the box so it can be attached to the tree. 
 
For an alternative design see the link for the Kent bat box pictured below. 
http://www.bats.org.uk/data/files/publications/Kent_Bat_Box_2010.pdf  
 
Link to creating bat boxes form the wildlife trusts. 
 
http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/resources/leaflets/BasicallyBoxes-part2.pdf  
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Standard wooden bat box 
 

 
Kent bat box 
 

Invertebrate habitats 
 
Building invertebrate habitats can provide shelter to many beneficial insects and offer 
a great foraging habitat for birds and other mammals. The structures that have been 
built for invertebrates in Southwark include: insect towers or cities, habitat walls, 
dead hedges and loggeries.  
 

• Unless the fillings are secured by mesh they are prone to vandalism 

• Use untreated wood if possible 
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Link to creating insect habitats from the wildlife trusts. 
 
http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/resources/leaflets/CunningContainers.pdf  
 

Insect towers 
 
Insect towers are vertical structures made of wood with boxes holding a variety of 
fillings. Fillings can include canes, bark, wood, rolled up corrugated cardboard, reeds 
and stones. Drilling holes into deadwood is a really easy way to create a habitat for 
invertebrates.  
 
These towers will require quite long central posts as at least a third of the post should 
be set in to the ground. These posts have been concreted in some sites.  
 

 
Minibeast tower 
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 A minibeast tower under construction at Stave Hill Ecology Park. 
 

Minibeast cities 
 
A standard pallet hotel can be built with layers, containing different materials to 
create different conditions, suitable for a huge variety of minibeasts.  For example, 
rocks and stones on soil can be put at the bottom of the hotel to provide dark, damp 
places to hide for creatures such as slugs and worms.  Rolled up cardboard creates 
dry, insulated beds for hibernating ladybirds in winter. A range of smaller habitats for 
individual creatures, such as lacewings or solitary bees can be made and filled with 
bamboo canes these are also great for hibernating lady birds. The one drawback is 
that these can be prone to vandalism. 
 
For further information see the publication produced by Natural England on 
Minibeasts in your garden, see the link below. 
 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/58001  
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A minibeast city complete with bee friendly border.  
 

Habitat walls 
 
Habitat walls are a relatively new introduction into Southwark. These are substantial 
features that act as boundaries as well.  Galleywall Nature Garden has one. 
 

 
Galleywall Nature Garden habitat wall. 
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Galleywall nature garden before  
 

 
Galleywall Nature Garden habitat wall after installation of the habitat wall. 
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Loggeries and habitat piles 
 
Loggeries are great for conserving the endangered stag beetle. South London is a 
stronghold for this beetle. Stag beetles require dead wood for their life cycle. They 
spend 4 to 10 yeas as grubs living in tree stumps or loggeries which replicate this 
habitat. 
 
Dead wood is one of the most valuable habitats for urban wildlife. The decline of the 
availability of deadwood is linked to the decline of many woodland birds due to the 
loss of foraging opportunities provided by this habitat. Loggeries have been installed 
in Southwark’s parks for many years and according to the RSPB stag beetle 
sightings have increase over the last 5 years.  
 
Key points  
 

• Install the logs vertically  

• Ensure they are well secured as children may climb on them 

• Site the loggery in a shaded part of a site 

• Do not use concrete to bed the logs in. The beetles require the logs to be in 
contact with the soil 

• Do not use well rotted logs as they will have little wood left as food 
 

 
Source London Wildlife Trust 
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A completed loggery in Nunhead Cemetery. 
 

 
Stag beetle larvae  



 14 

 
Male stag beetle 
 

Habitat piles 
 
Habitat piles are great for insects, small mammals and birds and can be easily 
installed in wooded areas of parks or open spaces. They are really just stacks of logs 
piled up and allowed to rot down. They can be used by schools in minibeast hunts, 
but if left undisturbed they will support a good range of biodiversity. Covering with 
earth can reduce arson. 
 

 
A log pile 
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Dead hedges  
 
Dead hedges have similar benefits to habitat piles but birds such as the black bird 
will sometimes nest in them. They can be constructed by driving a number of parallel 
stakes into the ground and then filling the middle with brash, logs and branches. The 
branches can be weaved around the stakes to help bind the whole structure together. 
This is a good way of recycling cut material from a coppicing or scrub bashing task.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A dead hedge 
 

Reptile hibernacula’s 
  
In some areas of Southwark we have reptiles such as the slowworm or common 
lizard. These are mostly found around Rotherhithe or the Honor oak area. These 
retiles like long grass habitat. 
To help these reptiles a safe winter refuge can be constructed.  
 
Key points  
 

• Go deep, they should be at least 1.5 metres deep 

• Site on a south facing bank of unmanaged grassland away from paths 

• Only build in places where reptiles have been recorded 

• Agree the locations with the parks management. Let the parks management 
team know where they are for maintenance reasons 
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A Reptile Hibernaculum. Source: Herefordshire wildlife trust. 
 
 

 
A Common Lizard in Southwark Park. J Best. 
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Slowworm source: Canterbury.gov.uk. 
 
 

Aquatic habitats  
 
Ponds 
 
Ponds are possibly the most important habitat that can be created in parks or open 
spaces. Ponds are a priority habitat for the UK BAP. Many species rely on water for 
breeding or sustenance. Ponds are great at attracting wildlife to a park or garden 
once common amphibians such as frogs are though to be living in greater numbers in 
garden ponds than in the countryside.  
 
Key points 
 

• Seek permission of the landowner before installing a pond 

• Ponds naturally dry out during dry spells and may silt up over time 

• During spring and summer a pond will lose about an inch and a quarter of its 
level each week so keep it topped up if possible 

• Site the pond away from trees to avoid it filling with leaf fall 

• In the first year the pond can be affected by blanket weed or algae blooms. 
This is often a result of filling with mains water which is nutrient rich. A new 
pond needs time to settle down 

• If it is a small pond avoid introducing aggressive colonising marginal’s such 
as flag iris 

• Consider fencing the pond or installing a surface grid 

• Use a clay liner if possible. This makes it vandal proof 

• Do not introduce fish if you want amphibians 

• Try and top up the pond using rain water collected from water buts 

• Install log or stone piles close to the pond to provide shelter for amphibians  
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Pond in Peckham Community Wildlife Garden 
 
Link to creating ponds from the wildlife trusts 
 
http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/resources/leaflets/WildlifePondPack.pdf  
 

Reedbeds  
 
Reedbeds are a priority habitat for the UK BAP and the London BAP. 
Reed beds are easy to install but sometimes difficult to retain. Reedbeds are great 
for wildlife and also help management of water quality by taking up nutrients in the 
water. Geese and other waterfowl will eat the reeds and can decimate a new 
reedbed very quickly. 
 
Key Points 
 

• Undertake a risk assessment as this involves working in water 

• Protect you reedbed from grazing by using wire fencing 

• Plant in an unshaded area 

• Plant reeds no more that 1 metre apart as this helps deter geese 
 
 
A guide on reedbed creation has been produce by the Bolton Conservation 
Volunteers. 
 
http://www.boltonconservation.org.uk/Reedbeds%20on%20a%20Shoestring.pdf  
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Reedbed in Canada Water 
 

Nesting rafts 
 
Nesting rafts provide nest sites for a variety of birds including ducks, grebes, geese, 
divers and swans. They offer a safe nesting site away from most predators and are 
useful on waters that have disturbed banks or are or inhospitable concrete or stone 
but the main body of water is undisturbed.  A general design is provided below but 
any number of designs or materials can be used. For example recycled cable reels 
have been used in the docks to create nesting rafts. 
 
Key points 
 

• Undertake a risk assessment as task involves working in water 

• Use gravel as a base material if you want terns to nest on it 

• Remember they will require anchoring and towing out to the selected location 
 

 
Nesting rafts in Albion channel  
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General nesting raft design source: British Trust for Ornithology  
 

Wildflower Meadows 
 
Wildflower meadows provide an important habitat for invertebrates, birds and small 
mammals. Establishing wildflower meadows is not as straight forward as sowing a 
seed mix over prepared ground.   
 
In the first biodiversity action plan Southwark’s Parks created a number of new 
wildflower meadows totalling 2.2 hectares. There were four types of meadow we 
introduced. See Table 1 for a description of each.  
Meadow type  Pros Cons 

Long grass 

No installation costs. Has 
a clear benefit for wildlife 
over amenity grass. 
Easy to manage.  

Can look untidy. Not 
aesthetically appealing. 
Little colour, can become 
rank grassland if 
unmanaged. 

Wildflower and grass 

Increased biodiversity. 
Good wildlife resource. 
Aesthetically appealing.  
Easy to manage. 
Dynamic changes every 
year. Long term 
establishment. 

Costs £2.50 - £3.00 per 
m2. 
Can involve soil removal 
to obtain nutrient poor 
conditions required by 
rarer wildflowers. 
Takes time to establish 
Can become rank 
grassland if unmanaged. 

Pure wildflower mix 
Can be visually stunning. 
Increased Biodiversity. 
Good wildlife resource. 

Costs £4 – £5 per m2 
Requires reseeding each 
year. 

Wildflower turf 

Instant establishment 
Flowers first season. 
 
 

Costs £10 per m Sq + 
labour costs.  
Can be colonised by weed 
species. 

Table 1 description of each of the meadow types in Southwark. 
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Wildflower Turf Russia Dock Woodland 
 

 
Wildflower and grass Peckham Rye Park  
 

 
Pure Wildflower seed mix Peckham Rye Park 
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Long grass Burgess Park 
 
The best native plants for urban meadows indentified by a study of the London 
House Sparrow Project, Henry Johnson, 2011.  
 
1. Agrostis spp. Bents - Grass 

2. Festuca spp. Fescues - Grass 

3. Cynosurus cristatus Crested Dog’s tail- grass 

4. Leucanthemum vulgare Ox Eye daisy 

5. Achillea millefolium Yarrow 

6. Plantago lanceolata Ribwort plantain 

7. Centaurea nigra Black knapweed 

8. Lotus corniculatus Common bird’s-foot trefoil 

9. Galium verum Lady’s Bedstraw 

10. Prunella vulgaris Selfheal 

11. Hypochaeris radicata Common cat’s ear 

12. Rumex acetosa Common sorrel  

 

 
 

Tree planting  
 
Tree planting is a common way of improving biodiversity. Ideally select native 
species such as oak, birch, hawthorn, hazel etc for planting in parks and open 
spaces.  
 
Key points  

• Seek permission before planting trees in parks and open spaces  

• Ensure the landowner has approved the tree species and locations 

• Small trees establish quicker than large trees 

• Source trees of local provenance if possible 

• Mulch around the base to keep weeds down 

• Fence standard trees to protect them from dogs 
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Diagram for planting a tree source: trees are good.com 
 

Hedges  
 
Native hedges are a great feature for wildlife. They provide food and shelter for many 
woodland birds and other species such as insects and hedgehogs. They can cover 
up graffiti prone walls and green up hard boundaries. They can improve security. 
Some non native plants are good for this such as Pyracantha which also provides 
berries for birds.  
 
Key Points 
 

• Seek permission before planting a hedge in parks or open spaces 

• Almost any tree or large shrub species can be used is a hedge 

• If planting by railings plant at least a metre away from them to avoid the 
hedge growing through the railings and encroaching on to footpaths 

• Think about the location of the hedge. Plants with thorns may not be best for 
hedges in play grounds or small parks 

• Consider having standard trees interspersed in the hedge 
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       X     X 

 
 
Planting diagram for a double row hedge. Source A Scott. 
 
Hedges can be laid where existing hedges or new hedges have achieved a suitable 
size. 
Laying hedges improves the structure and increases the longevity of the hedge. 
Hazel is required for stakes and to bind the hedge. This is a autumn or winter activity. 
 
 
 

 
A laid Hedge  
 
 
 

Management  
 
Management of wildlife areas is very important for nature areas in our parks and 
open spaces. Disturbance is a positive thing as this allows new species to take 
advantage of niches created 
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Selected management of habitats can greatly improve diversity of flora and fauna. 
Certain species can become dominant in nature areas and it is advisable to manage 
this by reducing the dominant species. Bramble and nettles are a good example of 
this. Although they are valuable to wildlife they can cover large areas very quickly 
with the result that rarer flora will be lost.  
 
If areas are left unmanaged for a few years they will naturally revert to woodland. 
Ideally a balance should be sought between different habitats and species.  
Meadows, reedbeds and scrubland are very important habitats and efforts should be 
made to keep a matrix of habitats. Most of the woodland in Southwark is secondary 
woodland this means it has colonised after 1600. To introduce structure to secondary 
woodland coppicing can be employed to achieve this.  
 
Coppicing 
Coppicing trees and shrubs are good for wildlife. It creates different age structures 
within woodland, extends the life of a tree and allows light to reach the ground giving 
woodland ground flora a chance to establish. Coppiced trees provide good nesting 
habitat for birds and mammals. 
 
Trees grow from where they are cut so cutting a tree low down to the ground does 
not kill it. Leaving untidy stumps can also create niches for many invertebrates. 
 

 
A coppice stool. 
 
A guide for managing woodlands for wildlife is available below. 
http://www.woodlands.co.uk/owning-a-wood/managing-your-woodland-for-
wildlife/managing-your-woodland-for-wildlife.pdf  
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A coppiced hazel stool after regrowth. 
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Links to suggested plants suitable for wildlife, bees and 
butterflies. 
 
Plants suitable for wildlife 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/52004?category=30008  
 
Nectar and pollinators  
The Royal Horticultural Society has produced a list of plants that help bees and other 
insects. If you wish to create bee friendly areas please consult this list of plants in the 
link below. 
 
http://www.rhs.org.uk/Gardening/Sustainable-
gardening/pdfs/RHS_Pollinators_PlantList  
 
A link to butterfly gardening is below  
 
http://www.wildaboutgardens.org.uk/resources/leaflets/ButterflyGardening.pdf  
 
 
Health & Safety  
 
Health and safety of ones self and others is the responsibility of the individual. 
Please be aware of who is around you when working on site. This includes members 
of the public. 
 
Some general points 
 

• Wear protective equipment as instructed. 
 

• A leader should give a talk on safe use of tools and safety. For example 
coppicing can create trip hazards. 

 

• Have a First Aid Kit on hand and know where you nearest Accident and 
Emergency station is located.  

 

• Know you location in case of an emergency  
 

• At least one person in the group should have First Aid training. 
 

• When working in groups spread out. 
 

• Wear closed toe shoes and avoid shorts if working in wildlife areas. 
 

• Consider bringing sun block and insect repellent.  
 

• Bring water.   
 

• Take regular breaks. 
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Public Liability Insurance  
 
If you are working as part of a group on a park or open space you will not be covered 
by Southwark council’s insurance unless a member of staff from the Council is 
present.  
 
Seasons   
 
It is important to be aware that certain species are active during the year. 
Birds nesting season runs from March through to August. This means extra care 
should be taken to check for active nests before undertaking any habitat 
management.  
Bats hibernate from late October until March or April depending on the weather and 
can be in mature trees. 
Many plants are flowering during the spring, summer and autumn and cutting 
meadows then should be avoided.  
 

Problem species  
 
There are a number of invasive species present in Southwark that require specialist 
management and can be hazardous to health. If the plants below are seen in parks 
they should be reported to the Contract and Services manager or relevant 
department. 
 
Japanese Knotweed 
 
Japanese Knotweed is one of the worst invasive plants. Any occurrence of this plant 
should be reported to the parks department or landowner. Do not cut this weed down 
as it makes the problem worse because the weed will become stronger and develop 
a larger root system. Also we can not treat the weed if it has no stem or foliage to 
poison. Any cuttings should be disposed of by a professional as it is classed as 
contaminated waste and needs to go to a specialist landfill site. Burning the cuttings 
on sites is fine.   
 

 
Photo of Japanese Knotweed 
 
Giant hogweed 
 
Giant Hogweed is injurious to health as the sap react with sunlight and causes 
blisters on the skin and even blindness if it gets into your eyes. 
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Any occurrence of this plant should be reported to the parks department or 
landowner. 
 

 
Photo of Giant Hogweed 
 
Laurel 
 
Laurel is invasive and a problem as it produces cyanide as it breaks down.  
If cut the arisings should be taken to a green waste recycling centre. 
 

 
Photo of Laurel: Source BBC. 
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Water weeds 
 
There are a number of water plants that will cause major problems if introduced into 
ponds. The link below identifies some of the worst plants. All but the water primrose 
have been recorded in Southwark’s water bodies.  
 
https://secure.fera.defra.gov.uk/nonnativespecies/beplantwise/knowwhatyougrow/ind
ex.cfm  
 
 
Surveying 
 
Below is a general guide for surveying protected species. 
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